THE MISSION 
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The pilot of the fifth helicopter 
scheduled to lift off the deck of the 
Nimitz aircraft carrier was following 
the special procedures for a top secret 
mission. 

He revved up his twin-jet engines to 
full power, studied one instrument af- 
ter another in the cockpit of the vi- 
brating Navy RH53 Sea Stallion and 
held his position on the deck longer 
than usual. ' . 

There could be no malfunctions On 
this one. His chopper was one of eight 
that were supposed to make history 
by snatching 53 American hostages 
out of the grip of Iranian militants in 
Tehran. 

v The anonymous pilot of Chopper 
Five,? whose identity the Pentagon has 
not yet disclosed, played a crucial 
part in i the drama of bad luck which 
led to the scrubbed mission’s failure. 

If Chopner Five.' had made ;t. the his-' 
tory would have been written differ^ 
ently. - - .;V 

The officer in the toweri ni^-aboyri }$ 
the. canted deck of the giant Nimitz J 
radioed into the 

Cleared for takeoff. His iristTunmnts 
said: Everything is go 

With silent thanks to the , two sepa- ? 
rate crews that had gone oyer Chop- 
per Five inch-by-inch to make sure; it 
was ready fot this long flight, the- pi- 
lot' used;his hands, arid feet together 
with the skill of ari organist arid siipr Ji 
ped his bird off the, deck of thp Nim- 
itz. :i v ' : -' - J ’ 


flying possible was the attitude indica- 
tor. It is a little instrument that show 
the pilot the position of the helicopter 
in relation to the horizon— whether he 
was .tipped sideways, right side up or 
upside down. 

Chopper Five also carried those old: 
fashioned instruments that go all the. 


t 


way back to'Mddie Rickenbacker, an 
altimeter showing how high off the 


ground the. helicopter is, a needle-and- ' 
ball to show the pilot how sharp he is j 
turning and backing. There are also 
instruments showing foreward and; 
downward speed. 

The trouble with these old-fash-! 
ioned instruments is they take a^tfhile 

' ! 


After clearing the deck,: Chopper 
Five ran low over the waves, pose 
- pointing down for a bit to gain speeri', 
then, swung, onto- its, course, for Iran. 
The pilot had been briefrid extensively 
on this mission. -He knew it iwpuld; be 
exha us ting; dif f icult arid ~ ri an ger ousT 
For two hours Chopper Five thud- 
thudded first over the dark Arabain 
Sea and then over the hilly terrain of 
southern Iran. Nothing unusual to re- 
port. Darkness obscured the land fea- 
tures so vital to this chopper, which 
flew low over the' desert to duck un- 
der the* beams of any searching Iranian 
rada. But the pilot and copilot had in- 
struments for flying blind. 

The “wet’! compass swings wildly 
around in the cockpit if the chopper is 
forced into vilent maneuvers. But an- 
other compass, steadied by a gyro- 
scope, would show the pilots where 
they were going without flinching, no 
matter what the helicopter did. 

The gyro, spinning around to pro- 
from one of those black boxes, bolted 
onto the frame of the big helicopter. 

Another instrument that made blind- - 




